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The Meaning of the Palimpsest
In early times a palimpsest was a parchment or other material from which one or 
more writings had been erased to give room for later records. But the erasures were 
not always complete, and so it became the fascinating task of scholars not only to 
translate the later records but also to reconstruct the original writings by deci­
phering the dim fragments of letters partly erased and partly covered by subse­
quent texts.
The history of Iowa may be likened to a palimpsest which holds the record of 
successive generations. To decipher these records of the past, reconstruct them, 
and tell the stories which they contain is the task of those who write history
Richard W. Petersonby
Tell the
Boys I Die
Happy
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By midmorning of May 18, 1863, the sun was high in the sky over western Mis­
sissippi, and the day was already blisteringly 
hot. The heat of the Deep South that day was 
adding misery to the already stern demands of 
combat for the Union forces on the attack and 
the Confederate troops defending as Grant s 
army pushed relentlessly west from Champion 
Hill toward soon-to-be besieged Vicksburg. If 
the excessive heat was misery for the troops in 
combat, it was agonizing torture for those 
wounded in the fierce fire fight the day before 
at Black River Bayou, who were lying in a 
nearby makeshift aid center beneath the blaz­
ing sun. There, among the dying, was William 
H. Kinsman who, as commanding officer of the 
Twenty-third Iowa Volunteer Infantry Reg­
iment, had suffered fatal wounds the morning 
before when he led his regiment in a classic 
infantry charge across a cotton field toward the
Confederate lines into a fusilade of enemy fire.
✓
Death came late that morning to the twenty-
nine year old colonel, and he was buried by his
men in an unmarked grave on the battlefield.
There his remains lav for almost four decades
*
until recovered by former soldiers of his com­
mand and returned north. The story of 
Kinsman's brief life, his death and burial on a 
southern battlefield and, years later, the 
removal and reinterment of his remains in his 
adopted northern hometown is a unique and 
compelling one.
Kinsman was born in Cornwallis, Nova Scotia, in 1834 but as a young man came 
to the United States and west to Council Bluffs, 
Iowa, then a bustling rough-and-ready frontier 
town on the Missouri River. Energetic and
ambitious, he was by turns a schoolteacher, a
*
reporter for the Council Bluffs Nonpareil, a 
local newspaper, and a lawyer; his adventurous 
nature took him to Colorado in the gold rush in 
1859. Returning with a wealth of experience
© Iowa State Historical Department/Office of the State Histor­
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but not much gold to Council Bluffs that same 
year, he was practicing law' in the office of a 
local attorney when the guns of Charleston 
opened fire on Fort Sumter in April 1861.
In both the North and South many foreign- 
born Americans became fervent supporters of 
their respective causes; Kinsman was no excep­
tion. He was one of the first to enlist in the 
Fourth low'a Volunteer Infantry Regiment 
which was raised locally by Colonel (later 
Major General) Grenville M. Dodge, a gradu­
ate of Norwich Military Academv in Vermont 
and in 1861 a civil engineer with an extensive 
background in railroad surveying. Dodge and 
Kinsman had already become acquainted in 
local party politics; Kinsman, said Dodge later, 
had impressed him by his intense and active 
work on behalf of the newly formed but bur­
geoning Republican party. After Dodge had 
completed raising the Fourth Iowa and had 
become its commanding officer, Kinsman, first 
elected as an officer in B Company, later 
became its captain and served with the reg­
iment, including duty with distinction at the 
Battle of Pea Ridge, Missouri, until the sum­
mer of 1862. Following Dodge’s promotion to 
brigadier general and his transfer from the 
Fourth Iowa, Kinsman also left the Fourth 
Iowa to become a newly appointed lieutenant 
colonel and the second-in-command of the 
Twenty-third Iowa Volunteer Infantry Reg­
iment which was raised at Des Moines in 
August 1862. Following that regiment s trans­
fer to St. Louis in the autumn of 1862 and the 
death of its commander, Kinsman was pro­
moted to full colonel and placed in command.
Military command apparently only increased Kinsman’s energy and ambi­
tion. Descriptions of the man by members of 
his regiment with whom he w'as popular and 
respected emphasized his restless, rather 
impatient, and certainly ambitious nature. 
Dodge, in later accounts, suggested that 
Kinsman sometimes chafed under the
restraints of discipline and often questioned 
the older officer as to its necessity, but was 
reassured by Dodge of its importance. Follow­
ing the Battle of Pea Ridge, however, Dodge 
continued, Kinsman came forward to acknowl­
edge with appreciation the good advice and 
how greatly he had benefited from it. (Dodge 
had many admirable character traits; modesty 
was not among them.) A letter written by 
Kinsman to Samuel J. Kirkwood, governor of 
Iowa, on January 3, 1863, from St. Louis 
requesting his [Kinsman s] appointment as a 
brigadier with five Iowa regiments and four 
batteries to act independently in the southern 
region [M issouri] while commanding officer of 
the Twenty-third Iowa displayed his extreme 
enthusiasm for and zealous attitude toward the
Union cause. “To serve the country,’ his letter/ *
to the governor said, “our soldiers must fight. I 
repeat it, they must fight. Let me do my share.
I know the ropes. My life is worth nothing to 
me if my country goes to ruin. In an 
expression of a later war, Kinsman was more 
than a little “eager!
Although Kinsman’s letter to the governor 
had no effect, his restless independence did. In 
early 1863, when his regiment had received no 
supplies, Kinsman defended freebooting forag­
ing by the Twenty-third’s troops around the 
Missouri countryside to his brigade com­
mander, General Davidson. The general s crit­
ical remarks about the Iowa volunteers and 
their undisciplined ways led Kinsman, always 
loyal to his men, to respond in kind, and to the 
point of disobeying a direct order. The result 
was a court-martial in March 1863. Following a 
trial of over two weeks duration Kinsman 
received basically a reprimand and was 
restored to duty, but the restoration, unfortu­
nately, was too late to allow him to rejoin his 
regiment before it left for the South to become 
a part of the massive assault force being 
assembled by Ulysses S. Grant for the encircle­
ment and capture of Vicksburg.
After months of being frustrated during the
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winter of 1862-63 in his attempts to capture the 
strategically important Mississippi River port 
city, Grant, in March 1863, was at his daring 
best and on the move: crossing the Mississippi 
River miles south of Vicksburg, he intended to 
drive northeast to take Jackson, Mississippi s 
state capital, and then turn west to attack, 
encircle, and capture Vicksburg by land. In 
March 1863, the Twenty-third Iowa and its 
sister regiments, the Twenty-first and Twenty- 
second, became a part of the corps of General 
John A. McClernand. It was after the Mis­
sissippi crossing, and after sharp fighting at 
Port Gibson had bloodied the Twenty-third, 
that Kinsman arrived to resume command in 
the first week of May. As earlier planned, the 
prongs of the Union drive pushed northeast 
and captured Jackson. In the second week oi 
May the entire Federal force turned west and 
began its concerted drive toward Vicksburg. 
Lawler s Brigade, composed of the Eleventh 
Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry and the three 
Iowa regiments, was in a minor action at Cham­
pion Hill on May 16, but on the following day, 
as the Federal troops pushed the Confederate 
forces of General Pemberton west, the Iowa 
regiments were in the vanguard. W hen the 
advance paused near Big Black River, a natural 
barrier east of Vicksburg, Kinsman repeatedly 
requested permission of General Lawler to 
charge the Confederate line of defense on the 
river’s east embankment. Dubious at first of 
the wisdom of a frontal assault, Lawler finally 
gave way to Kinsman’s insistence and the four 
regiments, in column order, moved first to the 
near bank of the river, which flowed at that 
point from east to west before bending south to 
where the Confederates were waiting. The bri­
gade advanced cautiously along the shore to 
the west under the cover of the south embank­
ment with the Twenty-third Iowa in the lead 
followed by the other three regiments. By mid- 
morning all four regiments were positioned 
along the river embankment ready for an 
assault across a cotton field toward the Con-
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federate lines several hundred yards to the 
west where a bayou opened into the main 
stream of the Big Black. At 11:00 a.m . on 
May 17 the regiment’s “moment of truth 
arrived.
In his eulogy of Kinsman, Joseph A. 
Straight, a veteran of the Twenty-third Iowa 
who was present that day at Black River Bayou, 
described the attack and Kinsman’s part in it. 
In the fulsome, oratorical stvle of the dav he* j
said:
The order came, and at a signal, like a 
cloud bursting from a clear sky, a solid 
line of brave boys in blue mounted the 
river bank without firing a gun, and fly­
ing as upon the wings of the wind across 
those cotton roivs into the jaws of death— 
into the very rain offire, of shot and shell, 
up against a solid line oj brave men in 
gray, with a torrent of musketry thick as 
hail-stones tearing their ranks upon the 
left flank, with men falling like leaves in
Grenville M. Dodge, 
Kinsman's friend and 
commanding officer for a 
time during the war, 
c. 1865. (SHSI)
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/Vie Big Black River Bridge batlefid, take from a War Department map. (SHSl)
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autumn—yet ever onward went the bra­
vest of the brave, until the bayou was 
crossed and the strong works were 
taken. . . / But where was the brave com­
mander? About fifty feet from the top of 
the river bank, while waving his sword 
and coolly ordering the regiment to be 
steady, double-quick, march, he was 
shot, a minie bullet passing through his 
sword belt and entirely through his body 
from the left side, his face being turned 
towards his regiment as he was urging 
them into a rush upon the enemy s works.
He said to a comrade who stopped to 
ask him where he was shot, “/ am all 
right—go on with the boys! Give me your 
canteen; the Twenty-third will get there! 
Go and help them! and with his hand 
upon the bleeding wound, proceeded to 
tear part of his shirt to staunch the flow of 
blood.
The boys did get there, and as they 
passed over the breast-works after pass­
ing through a bayou of water up to their 
arm-pits, leaving ninety officers and men 
scattered on the cotton field dead and 
wounded, their loved commander, their 
wounded and dying colonel, without coat, 
hat or sword-belt, came rushing across 
the bayou like as upon the wings of the 
wind, and with his naked sword waving 
around his head, shouting, "My brave 
boys; I knew you would do it! and while 
shouting "On boys, on to the bridge, a 
stray shot from some Tennesseean to the 
right oj him passed through his body from 
right to left.
Men of his regiment carried him to a grove of 
trees where an improvised aid center had been 
established. There he lay in undoubtedly great 
pain until the next morning, when, after a few 
final words to those attending him, he quietly 
died. His body was buried as he had requested 
on the nearby battlefield.
A s death ended Kinsman s career, the tide of war carried that of Dodge, his former 
commanding officer, to ever greater responsi­
bility and recognition. After leaving the Fourth 
Iowa and gaining his first star, Dodge joined 
Sherman’s western forces and served in secur­
ing and maintaining effective control of the 
railroad system serving the Union forces in 
Tennessee for his superior officer and close 
friend, “Gump. ” Later as commanding officer 
of the left wing of the Sixteenth Army Corps, 
Army of the Tennessee, he fought with vigor 
and distinction from the beginning of Sher­
man’s campaign at Chattanooga in May 1864 
until he was wounded during the siege of 
Atlanta in August. Following a term as com­
mander of the District of Missouri, Dodge con­
cluded his active military career on the Great
*
Plains in the Indian conflicts of the mid-1860s; 
Dodge City, Kansas, named for him, is a pres­
ent-day reminder of his days on the western 
frontier. His railroad engineering background 
and a chance meeting with Abraham Lincoln 
when the president-to-be had visited Council 
Bluffs in August 1859 had involved him in early 
transcontinental railroad planning. In 1866 he 
was appointed chief engineer of the embryonic 
Union Pacific Railroad which was then edging 
west from the Missouri River. He would con­
tinue in that position until the road’s comple­
tion at Promontory Point, Utah, in May 1869. 
As his railroad enterprises progressed, Dodge 
became well established not onlv in railroad 
development, but in other business ventures 
as well, and counted as close friends his former 
commander-in-chief, General—or Presi­
dent—U. S. Grant and many other influential
business and national leaders of the dav. While/
there were—and still are—critics of Dodge, he 
was a man of his times: energetic, innovative, 
crafty, and, at times, ruthless. Yet even with 
the mercenary qualities, loyalty to friends, par­
ticularly old comrades-in-arms, was a para­
mount feature of his character. Thus when the 
century was drawing to a close, and two vet-
Grenville M. Dodge responded immediately with earnest encouragement and financial assistance when 
two veter ans of the Twenty-third Iowa Volunteer Infantry Regiment requested his help in locating the 
remains of his friend and former junior officer, Colonel William It. Kinsman. (courtesy the Historic 
Grenville Dodge House, Inc., Council Bluffs)
erans of the Twenty-third Iowa Volunteer 
Infantry Regiment approached him for 
assistance in locating the remains of his former 
junior officer, Kinsman, on the Mississippi bat­
tlefield and returning them to Council Bluffs 
for reinterment, he responded immediately 
with earnest encouragement and financial 
assistance.
One attempt to locate the colonel’s grave in 
the 1880s had been unsuccessful. In 1898 
Joseph A. Straight and Jesse Truitt, both aging 
members of the Grand Army of the Republic 
(G.A.R.), gained the support of Dodge and 
returned to the Black River Bayou battlefield 
armed with more accurate information. They 
located the colonel s remains and returned 
with them to Council Bluffs. Under the direc­
tion of General Dodge and with the assistance 
of the local G. A. R. post, an appropriate granite
memorial was erected by public subscription in 
Fairview Cemetery at the north edge of the 
city, in a section called the “Soldiers’ Circle, 
already the location of many Union veterans 
graves. Dedicatory exercises were scheduled 
for May 17, 1902, the thirty-ninth anniversary 
of the battle in which Kinsman had fallen.
Early on the morning of the 17th, thirty-five veterans of the Twenty-third Iowa, mem­
bers of Kinsman Post No. 7, G.A.R., mustered 
in the rotunda of the Iowa Statehouse in Des 
Moines. There, under the watchful eye and 
direction of the state archivist in charge of Cavil 
War memorabilia, the battle colors of the 
Twenty-third Iowa were carefully removed 
from the large glass display where they were 
kept with the flags of dozens of other Iowa Civil 
War regiments and delivered with ceremom
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into the hands of the former regimental color 
sergeant of the Twenty-third Iowa. The con­
tingent then marched from the statehonse west 
across the Des Moines River and south to the 
Rock Island depot where a special train was 
waiting to take them to the Kinsman Memorial 
ceremonies in Council Bluffs, one hundred and 
thirty miles to the west. Arriving late in the 
morning, the veterans of the Twenty-third 
detrained, formed ranks, and, led by the color 
sergeant proudly bearing the now unfurled 
standard, marched north to a central city park 
to join veterans of the Fourth Iowa who 
awaited them. From the park the dedication 
parade with General Dodge as president of the 
day, composed of local and out-of-town digni­
taries, hands, veterans groups, National 
Guard troops, and the Council Bluffs High 
School Cadet Corps marched north to Fairview 
Cemetery and up the long slope where they 
finally reached the shrouded Kinsman Memo­
rial on the top of one of the bluffs from which 
the citv took its name.
I he newspaper descriptions of the dedica­
tion ceremony provided a wealth of detail: the 
grey-bearded, distinguished General Dodge in 
the center of the platform as master of cere­
monies with old soldiers and veterans, citv 
officials, and citizens of Council Bluffs gathered 
about him; the unveiled granite shaft monu­
ment with the bronze medallion of Kinsman 
rising behind the townspeople, old and young. 
Members of the high school cadet corps in grey 
uniforms on the east side of the large memorial 
circle faced on the west side the khaki-clad, 
campaign-seasoned veterans of the local 
National Guard unit which had recently 
returned from combat duty in the Philippine
Insurrection. The newspaper reprinted the 
speeches which were filled with the typically 
florid language of the day. In our own times 
such oratory might seem flowery, bordering on 
the grandiose or the exaggerated, but on 
May 17, 1902, it was the style of the moment, 
and was considered in order.
More than twelve decades have passed since 
the fury of the infantry assault that morning at 
Black River Bayou near Vicksburg, decades 
during which the nation has endured other 
wars—wars that brought both the high fervor 
of patriotic response and the depths of frus­
trated confusion. During those wars Kinsman 
and his comrades-in-arms have rested in quiet 
vigil on the peaceful hilltop overlooking the 
Missouri River Valley. To visit the Kinsman 
memorial and the graves of those lying there, 
as it is to visit the thousands of similar memori­
als and grave sites in both the North and the 
South, is to be reminded of the sacrifices made 
by those lying there. It is to reflect and, 
indeed, be moved to know that there was once 
a place, a time, and a day in which a mortally 
wounded military commander would sav, as
✓  • j  7
did Kinsman in his final hours, ‘Tell the boys I 
die happy, I fell at the head of my regiment, 
doing my duty!” □
Note on Sources
A wealth of material for this article was drawn from the 
Council Bluffs Nonpareil for the period before and during 
the dedication exercises for the Kinsman monument. A 
published volume of Nonpareil news stories was also 
valuable, the History of the Recovery and Final Inter­
ment of the Remains of Col. W.H Kinsman and the 
Erection and Unveiling of the Kinsman Monument at 
Council Bluffs, Iowa, May 17, 1902. Source materials 
were also provided by the Historic General Dodge 
House, Inc., Council Bluffs, which included photographs 
of both Kinsman and Grenville M. Dodge.
Letter from our Special Correspon
A l l a s  “ B O B  M A R L 1 N S P I K E
O L U  F O N D E S T  H O P E fe  R E A L I Z E D
R E J O I C I N G  O F  T I 1 E
JUSTICE TRIUMPHANT
L e t te r  from  XV. H .  K i n s m a n .
Wo print below the first letter received 
from oar correspondent, Mr. K insman since 
his arrival in the regions, lie leu  
here, our readers will remember, in April, 
and made tht entire journey to the mines 
on foot. After arriving at Cherry Creek, 
he immediately set out on an expedition into 
the mountain mining regions and in this let­
ter he tells us what he there saw and heard. 
To the many who know Mr. K insman while 
jill WBM im ;f  r ^ i i ■ ord need
W.H. Kinsman
William H. Kinsman, born in Cornwallis, gubernatorial campaign of 1859 and, in 1860,Nova Scotia, in 1834, probably arrived he was deeply involved in the Republican
in Council Bluffs, Iowa, sometime in the spring cause. Beyond becoming involved in the orga-
of 1858. He was killed in Mav 1863 at the Battle nization of the local Lincoln Club, he fre-
✓
of Black River Bridge in the general vicinity of quently spoke for the Republican cause.
\ icksburg, Mississippi. But in the five years Kinsman was already a Black Republican, 
which he spent in Iowa or in the Fourth Iowa and with the coming of the Civil War, he found
Infantry or the Twenty-third Iowa Infantry, a cause which was much to his liking. Follow- 
W illiam H. Kinsman made a mark on the his- ing the organization of Company B of the
tory of the state which has not been effaced. He Fourth Iowa Infantry, Kinsman was elected a
had gone to sea at the age of fifteen. At nine- second lieutenant in the outfit and was soon off
teen, he had settled first in New York and then to war’ — or something approximating it — in
begun a slow westward movement which found Missouri. Much of 1861 and early 1862 was
him moving first to Cleveland, Ohio, and even- spent by Kinsman and members of the Fourth
tually to Council Bluffs. By May 1858 he was Iowa in simply waiting but, finally, they found
variously engaged in studying law in the offices their first action at the Battle of Pea Ridge, in
of Clinton and Baldwin, writing copy for Arkansas, in March 1862.
William W. Maynard of the Council Bluffs That action was not immediately followed by 
Weekly Nonpareil, and making friends with others and Kinsman left the Fourth Iowa in late
properly placed individuals in the town. summer of 1862 to take a position as lieutenant
In 1859 he was engaged as a special corres- colonel and second-in-command of the
pondent of the Nonpareil and sent west to the Twenty-third Iowa Infantry which was put
Pike s Peak region where a gold rush of sizable together in Des Moines at that time. His coin-
proportion was in progress. Kinsman made a manding officer, Colonel Dewey, died of 
remarkable trip on foot to the gold regions of typhoid fever in December 1862, and thus 
Colorado, established to his own satisfaction Kinsman became a colonel and commanding 
the richness of the finds, and returned to Coun- officer of the Twentv-third Iowa in December
cil Bluffs to answer the many naysayers who 1862. Again it was a time of waiting for
claimed the gold rush was the creation of outfit- Kinsman and his men. Yet, when the regiment
ters and others along the banks of the Missouri finally saw action, at Port Gibson in early May
River. 1863, Kinsman was absent from his post. He
Kinsman s value as a correspondent was rec- had been court-martialed in the spring of 1863
ognized by Maynard, and when the young man for failing to obey an order from General
went to Washington City in 1859 he continued Davidson, commander of the Army of South
to file long despatches with the Nonpareil East Missouri. Found guilty, Kinsman had
about life and politics in the nation s capital been removed from command of his regiment
until well into April 1860 when he returned to for a month. He returned to it only a few days
his adopted home town. Kinsman s interest in before the engagement at Black River Bridge,
politics had become apparent during the where he would fall, mortally wounded, on the
field of battle.
The battle at Black River Bridge brought to
© Iowa State Historical Department/Office of the State Histor­
ical Society 1985 0031—0360/85/1112—0194 $1.00
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an end a period of five hurried years in the life 
of William H. Kinsman. From 1858 to 1863 he 
was a man in haste, a man going somewhere, 
and a man whose goals and ambitions can only 
be faintly discerned at this point in history.
* * *
William H. Kinsman was a man of many talents. He was a skillful writer and nar­
rator of tales. He had the ability to engage in a 
wide variety of activities almost simultaneouslyy y
and do them equally well. He was a man of 
enormous ambitions at a time when the posses­
sion of almost-overweening ambitions was not 
looked upon negatively. To see this, one must 
only note Kinsman s letter to Governor Samuel 
J. Kirkwood of 3 January 1863 in which he 
requested that he be given an Towa Brigade of 
five regiments and four batteries to act inde­
pendently in this southwestern region. He 
had been in command of the Twenty-third 
Iowa for barely a month at the time this lettery
was penned. Kinsman was a man who knew 
how to use influential friends and his rise from 
second lieutenant to colonel in just two years 
was the product of not only his own talents but 
the fortuitous help of a few key people. 
Kinsman seemed to be a man of many friends. 
Indeed, his sociability can be seen throughout 
the five years of his life amongst Iowans.
W illiam H. Kinsman seemed to get involved 
in almost everything. He was everybody’s sec­
retary. When the Pottawattamie County Agri­
cultural Society needed a secretary, he was 
there. When the Lincoln Club of Council 
Bluffs was first organized, Kinsman was its sec­
retary. When the Teacher s Institute met in 
Council Bluffs, he was duly elected secretary. 
In addition to his connections with Clinton and 
Baldwin or Dexter C. Bloomer in the field of 
law, and his reportorial association with 
William W. Maynard and the Council Bluffs 
Nonpareil, he was equally prepared to deliver 
a Fourth of July oration, as he did at Honey
Creek in I860,or collect accounts for his friend.
Editor Maynard. He was fortunate in his¥
choice of friends and associates. Perhaps this 
was nowhere more apparent than in his rela­
tionship with Grenville M. Dodge.
Shortly after his arrival in Council Bluffs, William H. Kinsman launched himself on 
a journalistic career with the Weekly Non­
pareil. W illiam W. Maynard, editor of the 
newspaper, found a lot of space for Kinsman’s 
prose in late 1858 and early 1859. Not only did 
Kinsman write so-called "Desultory Para- 
graphs,” in which he commented on news of 
local moment, he also contributed several 
series of articles. In his earliest pieces, 
Kinsman wrote in almost patterned form of the 
sea, of the greatness of Iowa, of the needless 
suffering of a f riend who had been thrown over 
by a woman, and, finally, of the failure of Coun­
cil Bluffs to properly celebrate the Fourth of 
July for two years running. On the subjects of 
Iowa and the fickleness of women, Kinsman 
cast his prose in the comic epistolary form 
which had been a part of American journalism 
since the days of Benjamin Franklin and his 
Silence Do-Good.
But it was in his "Letters from Ravendale 
that Kinsman hit his literary stride. In these
y
eight letters, published between mid-July and 
mid-September 1858, Kinsman paid a kind of 
bucolic tribute in mythic form to the beauties 
of the land and people of southwestern Iowa. 
What he offered in this series of exhortations to 
his editor was a place to visit, a place in which 
to relax, a place in which to enjoy. Nowhere did 
he express it with greater clarity than in the 
first letter:
/ don't intend any disparagement of your 
city, Mr. Editor. On the contrary, pub­
lishing the fact that a rural paradise lies 
nestling in the hills so near its precincts,
* * *
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will operate like magic in drawing to the 
“Bluffs,” multitudes who are seeking to 
combine business with pleasure. For what 
can be more grateful to a mind, harrassed 
[sic] and careworn with the struggles for 
wealth and fame, than to emerge at fre­
quent intervals from the dust and turmoil 
of the city, and, entirely shut out from its 
sights and sounds, to revel for an hour 
among rustic scenes? Where the dark 
green groves, the winding river, and the 
waving grain spread out a panorama 
which laughs at the daubs of art? And the 
song of ten thousand birds, the hum of 
insect life, and the rustling of the coy 
maize, as the wandering zephyrs stoop to 
kiss it, sweep with a gentle lulling music 
across the chords of our “heart of hearts.
His Ravendale was indeed a rural paradise, 
complete with Sabbath school, a day school 
(taught by one William H. Kinsman), dances, 
picnics, frolicking equestrians and pedestrians, 
quiltings, and good harvests. Moreover, it was 
without much in the way of heavy drinking, 
and completely free of orators, “haughty 
dames, and “gouty, grumbling wretches.
Kinsman s second series, “Sketches of the 
Sea, appeared in the Nonpareil between 25 
December 1858 and 29 January 1859. In earlier 
pieces he had introduced his Council Bluffs 
readers to such things as burials at sea and a 
dance on board an emigrant ship. Now he 
described the catching of a whale, the detest­
able jobs on board a whaling ship, the savage 
destruction of storms at sea, going to church in 
the Bahamas, and the mistaking of an old log for 
a whale.
Kinsman could be whimsical and humorous, 
as he was in his Ravendale sketches, and he 
could be dramatic or even melodramatic, as he 
was in his sea stories. Yet Kinsman also inserted 
strong indicators of his political and social 
Mews into his journalistic work. Kinsman was a 
patriot and perhaps more. As he wrote in July
1858:
This annual jubilee is not merely a source 
of present gratification, but a necessity of 
our life. — The history of the world 
shows, that when a nation forgets the 
important eras in its existence — when it 
loses the landmarks by which it has 
advanced to greatness — its greatness has 
culminated and it is toppling to ruin. We 
are too young to die. We have yet a mighty 
work to perform. Then let us keep the life­
blood bounding, and as each natal day 
rolls round give it a greeting that shall 
echo down the ages a thousand years to 
come.
He was a local patriot, which is another way of 
saying that he was a booster for both Iowa and 
Council Bluffs. Finallv, Kinsman was a ladies’ 
man. He wrote of “pretty girls,’ of “lovely 
bunches of femininity, and sometimes he 
fairly got carried away:
The blues never trouble me when l have 
such company. Women who can talk flu­
ently of trifles, change their subject often, 
and clothe their thoughts in graceful dic­
tion, remind me of beautiful birds hop­
ping from bough to bough, disporting 
their plumage in the sunlight, and show­
ing to admiring beholders, a new and daz­
zling hue at every move. And then I 
remember, that those same birds can sit 
for hours upon a branch and thrill the 
very sold with the rich wild melody of 
their deeper natures.
The above-mentioned attributes were 
apparent in Kinsman’s “Sketches of Council 
Bluffs,’ which appeared in the Nonpareil
between 19 Februarv and 19 March 1859. His
✓
first sketch offered a sort of hymn of praise for 
the physical charms of the town. He suggested 
that the average tourist, if asked what he
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thought of Council Bluffs, would reply “good 
living, fast horses, and pretty women, hut as for 
the town, 1 really can’t say, as I haven't had 
time to look around! Kinsman first described 
the surroundings of the town and then 
launched into one of his typically romantic 
puffs:
The city we have left lies nestling in the 
glens, sheltered from the blast of the tem­
pest, and, like a blushing girl striving in 
vain to hide its charms; below it and 
beyond the mouth of the Mosquitoe val­
ley, the sugar-loaf bluffs assume a thou­
sand fanciful shapes, and he who loves 
nature in her fantastic moods can study 
them everyday and always find in them 
something new and pleasing. Above it the 
wood-crowned hills tower up from the 
margin of the lake, and bid a frowning 
defiance to the further encroachments of 
the river when it shall have burst through 
to their bases, and the sparkling fountains 
gushing from their sides, give the Bass 
and Pickerel below, a plentiful supply of 
pure cool water, which can easily be 
brought in pipes to the city to make a fish 
pond, and jet in the Public Square, and 
bubble up in our kitchens to the infinite 
delight of our tidy housekeepers.
It was characteristic of Kinsman the writer, 
however, that the final four of the five 
"Sketches of Council Bluffs" should he devoted 
not to the physical setting but to the people of 
the town. In curious fashion he gave one col­
umn each to the married men, the married 
women, the young men, and "our girls. Of 
the married men he was quick to point out the 
diversity of origin of the male population. He 
compared Council Bluffs with its marked indi­
vidualism to older towns of the East where a 
similarity of origin and experience had led to a 
sameness in thought and habits which bor­
dered upon the dull. The benedicts of Council
Bluffs, on the other hand, had much to offer to 
the eastern investor and the local girls as well.
As for the married women, Kinsman sug­
gested that Council Bluffs had furnished an 
ample share of those “noble mothers who not 
only instill into their children the patriotic vir­
tues so necessary in a proper republic, but also 
“perform their multifarious domestic duties,” 
and finally, carry out numerous worthy acts of 
charity through their “benevolent association. ” 
His highly-charged prose at the conclusion of 
his column reached perfervid heights:
I have said that American mothers are 
the hope of the world! 1 repeat it, and 
add, that the mothers of Council Bluffs 
are among the noblest of that glorious 
band, whose mission it is silently and 
gradually, but no less surely to revolu­
tionize the earth.
For the young men of the town, Kinsman 
reserved some of his rare barbs. Some of the 
young men were a bit too fond of whiskey, 
others lacked “intensity of purpose,’ while still 
others "seem to have no purpose at all. 
Kinsman, the inexorable worker, had little 
patience with the last group:
The present appears to engross their 
whole attention; and, if they ever dream 
of future wealth or distinction, no 
thought of patient plodding troubles their 
fancy, but they reach the objects of 
desire, at a single bound. Old age will find 
them still dreaming, and the dreams of 
their youth still unrealized. If they wish to 
build up a fortune, and carve a name in 
the Great West, they must work. It may 
be up hill business for years, but success 
will eventually follow, as sure as effect 
follows cause.
In a general conclusion, Kinsman admitted the 
young men of Council Bluffs were probably as
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good as one could find anywhere with only a 
few follies to be corrected before thev would 
become good husbands and good citizens.
Kinsman s views on women were never so 
plainly put forth as in his “Sketches of Council 
Bluffs — No. 5.” Women, for Kinsman, were 
ever the dominant civilizing force. It was plain, 
moreover, that in his eyes, women stood more 
to lose than to gain by any sort of women’s 
rights movement. Thus he began his piece as 
follows:
In all ages, arid in every country ivhere 
the customs and edicts of barbarism have 
not checked and chained down the natu­
ral impulses of the human heart, W oman 
has been regarded with a devotion 
approaching idolatry. From the first 
blush of maidenly loveliness, through all 
the successive stages of development — 
ripe womanhood and gentle decline, as 
sweetheart, wife and mother — she is the 
pole-star of hope, the centre oj life and 
love, around which cluster the deepest 
and holiest affections of man. The auto­
crat of the world, she wears the diadem 
with the grace of an angel; and, while her 
power is gentle as the breath of morning, 
it is almost resistless as the will of Deity.
— Talk of woman s rights! Why, she has 
been queen of hearts for six thousand 
years, and her enchanted banner floats 
over the lords of Creation to-day as 
proudly as when first she flung it to the 
breeze. Her government is absolute — 
man knows it; and, while she molds his 
destiny at her will, he reverences the 
power that elevates and ennobles him. 
Should she throw off her queenly dignity 
T—should she lower that time-honored flag
— the potent spell which binds his willing 
heart would be broken; the glory woidd 
depart from the house of Eve forever; 
society would dissolve into chaos, and the 
noble bark freighted with the hopes and
aspirations of the whole human family 
would be dashed to atoms on the breakers 
of “woma n s righ ts. ”
But Kinsman had faith in what he referred to as 
the “modest conservatism of womankind, ” 
which would prevent any great transformation 
of women into “gassy politicians and booted 
warriors. ” He knew of no girls in Council Bluffs 
who advocated “woman’s rights.’ They were 
busy enough “beating back the heathenish 
customs which settle down like harpies on the 
unwary pioneer, and wearing off the rough 
corners from the characters of fathers, brothers 
and lovers.’’ Thus they were not giddy, quasi- 
frenchified, torturers of the piano, nor given 
over to the bustle and cosmetics. On the con­
trary, they were looking forward to the good 
times which Kinsman seemed to associate with 
the coming of the railroad, the instantaneous 
communication which electricity would pro­
vide, and more bountiful harvests of fruit. 
Kinsman’s pictures of women tend, at times, to 
be somewhat confusing.
* * *
I n April 1859 William H. Kinsman made a long and arduous trek from Council Bluffs to 
the gold regions of Colorado. The cry of 
“Gold1” had emanated from the Pike’s Peak 
region in the summer of 1858 and that cry had a 
manifold impact on the citizens of Council 
Bluffs. Some individuals felt the tug and the 
lure of instant wealth and, forgetful of their 
experiences — or others’ experiences — in 
California in 1849 and the early 1850s, hurried 
west to the gold fields. Others, realizing that 
more wealth might be made off the miners than 
in mining, sought to establish Council Bluffs as 
the primary outfitting center for gold-seekers 
headed west. Kinsman, writing under the 
pseudonym “Bob Marlinspike,’ penned a long 
letter to the Nonpareil editor on 11 December 
1858 in which he threw himself firmlv into both
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He described all the individuals who might 
be struck by gold fever: the millionaire, the 
sentimental youth, the bold heart, the children 
of poverty and disappointment, as well as the 
villain, the seducer, the assassin, and the rene­
gade. But Kinsman was more interested in the 
effect that the gold rush would have upon the 
West generally. There would be new states, a 
further push of civilization — most particularly 
by the extension of the railroad to the “sands of 
the Pacific, ’and finally, a vast extension of 
American power into what we refer to today as 
the countries of the Pacific rim. He had vir­
tually talked himself into believing the most 
optimistic of the tales from Auraria, and he 
ended his letter by saying he intended to ven­
ture west in the spring: “Already I feel the spell 
of the magician, and when the ice-king relaxes 
his grip on the prairie, I intend to follow the 
star of empire. ”
In early 1859, however, there may well have 
been other reasons for Kinsman’s venture 
westward to the Pike’s Peak region. Council 
Blufls was struggling with a bevy of other Mis­
souri River Valley towns to become the pri­
mary outfitting town for the hundreds of pros­
pectors who would be “waiting for the ice-king 
to relax his grip.” As early as 6 January 1859, 
Baldwin and Dodge, eminent entrepreneurs in
Council Bluffs, had had a long letter published 
in the Chicago Daily Press and Tribune in 
which they minutely described the route to the 
gold regions from Council Bluffs. It was the 
shortest route, they claimed, preferable to any 
route through Kansas City, Leavenworth, or 
St. Joseph, and prospectors could purchase 
provisions in Council Bluffs or in certain adja­
cent counties at prices comparable to any found 
in towns on the Mississippi River.
There was at least one more consideration 
that may have influenced Kinsman’s decision 
to go west. In the spring of 1859 there was an 
increasingly large return migration of indi­
viduals who loudly proclaimed that the whole 
gold rush was a sham, a delusion, and a trick 
played upon the unsuspecting by individuals 
who could thereby turn a profit. Needless to 
say, if Council Bluffs was going to benefit from 
its position on the Platte route, it was necessary 
to scotch all such rumors, if rumors they were. 
What better way for Baldwin and Dodge and 
others involved in the economic well-being of 
Council Bluffs to put such damaging rumors to 
rest than to send to the gold regions a man 
whose honesty was unquestioned and whose 
regular correspondence with the Nonpareil 
would provide a proper vehicle for bringing out 
the truth of the whole matter?
Perhaps there was a bit of the prospector in
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The Council Bluffs Weekly Nonpareil published this map to the gold region on 13 March 1859, along with a 
table of distances and descriptions of the route from Council Bluffs to the Cherry Creek gold mines, 
540 miles distant.
W. H. Kinsman. There was certainly much of
y
the nomadic wanderer, and, consequently, in 
April 1859, he set out on foot for the Pike’s Peak 
region.
Kinsman wrote three letters while on his 
way to the gold regions: one from Loupe Fork 
Ferry, one from Lone Tree Station, and one 
from Fort Kearney. In those letters, he wrote 
of the difficulties that he and others faced on 
the trek west. His own partner, one Duvall, 
blistered his feet at an early stage of the trip, 
became increasingly lame, and finally gave up 
the venture at Fort Kearney. Kinsman was 
particularly graphic in describing the tribula­
tions of the poor fellows who attempted the trip 
with handcarts. He admitted at one point that if 
he had it to do over again, he would have 
packed much less in the way of “grub,’ and 
would have taken a light shotgun along instead 
in order to take advantage of the abundant 
game in the Platte valley.
On the trip to Fort Kearney Kinsman experi­
enced the usual rigors of a plains summer. 
There were several thunderstorms complete 
with hailstones, which he described as varying 
in size from “buckshot to pigeon eggs. But the 
trip was not at all bad, in Kinsman’s terms. The
road varied from good to excellent, bridging 
was sufficient, and for those who wished to 
know, there was plenty of water and wood, 
and, eventually, there would be plenty of 
grass.
By the time he reached Fort Kearney, 
Kinsman was pessimistic about the prospects of 
finding much gold in the Pike’s Peak region. 
He had met too many of the returning prospec­
tors and heard too manv of their stories to bey
anything other than doubtful about what lay 
ahead. He summed up his feelings in a letter 
dated 9 May 1859:
/ am satisfied that there is not enough gold 
at Cherry Creek or any other creek in 
that region to pay for digging, and that a 
great many falsehoods have been circu­
lated, concerning the richness of the dig­
gings there. It remains yet to be seen, 
whether there are any deposits in the 
mountains that will pay. Hundreds of 
teams and a great number of footmen are 
going back — perfectly satisfied that they 
have been hoaxed. Many of them swear 
vengeance against the men who have been 
most active in spreading the glowing
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accounts. Most of the footmen have suf­
fered dreadfully. I talked with one poor 
fellow yesterday, from Michigan, who 
went to St. Joe by the river, and helped to 
draw a hand-cart from there to Cherry 
Creek. He staid twenty days, and did not 
get gold enough to pay for a loaf [of] 
bread. He is on his way home, and will 
stop in the Bluffs as he goes through; but, 
why mention one, when there are hun­
dreds in just the same condition. I will not 
enter into a detailed account of the suffer­
ings of the poor fellows, as, ere this 
reaches the Bluffs, you will hear it from 
their own mouths.
But however pessimistic he may have been, 
Kinsman was not about to give up. After a short 
description of the military post at Fort Kear­
ney, he concluded his letter with the short 
postscript: “I start off afoot and alone, for Den­
ver City, as soon as this is mailed.”
Kinsman’s letter from Fort Kearney was 
published in the Nonpareil on 21 May 1859. 
M ore than a month passed before his next let­
ter appeared, but the lapse of time was more 
than compensated for by the welcome news he 
had for the citizenry of Council Bluffs. The 
letter was introduced by a set of flamboyant 
headlines:
LET THE SHANGHAI CROW!
LET THE HAWK EYE’ GROAN. 
Letter from our Special Correspondent,
W. H. KINSMAN, ESQ.,
Alias “BOB MARLINSPIKE.”
I he Gold of Pike s Peak no Longer a Myth. 
OUR FONDEST HOPES REALIZED.
GRAND ILLUMINATION. 
REJOICING OF THE PEOPLE. 
TRUTH VINDICATED.
JUSTICE TRIUMPHANT.
I hen followed an editorial comment about the 
correspondent s essential honesty, which
ended with the moderate statement: “we 
believe he would sooner cut his arm off, than 
write anything that he did not fully believe to 
be true, in his letter, Kinsman carefully 
defended himself against possible charges that 
he had been bought. He admitted that frontier 
newspapers had likely lied about the gold 
regions during the winter but he believed that 
many more lies were being told about the dig­
gings by the disgruntled returnees. Kinsman 
put his case in its clearest form when he wrote:
/ am satisfied that there is an abundance 
of gold in the mountains, and that some 
men are already making fortunes there 
very rapidly, although the diggings have 
been opened only a few days. The "Gre­
gory diggings on Kendall's fork of Clear 
Creek, are paying best at present; but I 
have no doubt that other diggings will be 
discovered in a very short time, that will 
pay as well as them. Remember, Mr. Edi­
tor, that I am writing my own impres­
sions, from what l saw and heard, and as 
human nature is fallible, it is possible that 
the result will not confirm these state­
ments, but I believe it will. It is possible 
that men are carrying on a gigantic swin­
dle, by means of "salting their claims in 
order to catch greenhorns. It is possible 
that hundreds of "iron men,' who have 
braved the sneers and taunts of the 
returning emigration, and gone up into 
the mountains, are all being fooled on 
"salted claims, but sir, it is not probable.
/ honestly believe, and l think hundreds 
of other men believe with me, that more 
than four dollars to the single pan, has 
been taken out at the Gregory diggings — 
that more than four hundred dollars 
has been taken fom one sluice, the prod­
uct of one day s labor by four men, and 
that two hundred and twenty-five dollars 
were taken from another sluice, last 
Wednesday, at noon, the product of one
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half clay s labor by four men.
Kinsman observed that the inexperience of 
many miners precluded much chance of their 
ultimate success. But he noted that he had 
found some pretty satisfied inhabitants of the 
gold regions, including a few from Council 
Bluffs and its environs.
In the following week s edition of the Non­
pareil, another letter was published. Again 
Kinsman defended himself against the charge 
of having been bought. Again he talked about 
the vast population of miners in the region and 
the few who were making a success out of their 
labors. Finally, in this letter, Kinsman offered 
a detailed description of Horace Greeley’s visit 
to the mining camps of Pike’s Peak. Greeley 
spoke to a rather large gathering of miners, 
exhorting them to beware of gamblers and 
whiskey, pointing out to them the possibility of 
new states in the region, and of a Pacific rail­
road someday. There were four or five other 
speakers at the meeting and Kinsman felt obliged 
to comment on "the order, the manliness, 
[and] the intelligence that pervaded the multi­
tude.”
By early June Kinsman was talking of staying 
in Colorado for awhile. He hinted at the pos­
sibility of opening a law office at the diggings, 
and of returning to Council Bluffs only long 
enough to pick up some books and some other 
“chicken fixins” for his shanty. But the wan- 
derer still dominated in W. H. Kinsman. He 
was glad he had come west; it was a furthering 
of his education which seemed to go on in 
marvelously endless fashion. As he wrote:
But, to say no more of gold, a ramble 
among these mountains is well worth a 
trip across the plains, even if you go 
afoot. I am glad I came. I have seen some­
thing new every day, and learned more of 
the nature oj the country than 1 could 
have learned from ransacking a whole 
library of books. When I start back, l
intend to take a great number of spec­
imens of rock and of the vegetable prod­
ucts of the mountains.
Kinsman arrived back in Council Bluffs on 23 
July 1859, having made the trip from Denver in 
about twenty-one days. In a public lecture on 
27 July, he talked positively about the mining 
prospects in the Rocky Mountains and indi­
cated that he would be returning to the mining 
camps soon. However, after publishing a cou­
ple of "Sketches of Travel, in which he related 
his experiences with Indians in the West and 
then developed in most rhapsodic fashion his 
own romantic notions of the High Country, 
Kinsman seemed to turn away from the gold 
rush. He was back in his adopted home once 
more and in his irregular newspaper column, 
entitled "Desultory Paragraphs,’ he wrote 
increasingly about the Council Bluffs scene. 
Kinsman noted happily in his absence that the 
City Fathers had planted trees in the city 
square, that progress had been made on the 
turnpike from the city to the river, that the 
gamblers had left the city and moved west, and 
that there was lots of building going on as the 
citizens of Council Bluffs looked forward to an 
extension of trade in the coming year. He was 
less happy about other things, however. There 
were a number of vacant lots in Council Bluffs 
on which the weeds needed to be cut. More 
importantly, there was a dog poisoner in the 
city whose careless casting out of poisoned food 
had almost cost the life of a six-year-old boy.
But politics was heating up in Iowa in the late summer of 1859, and W. H. Kinsman, 
alias Bob Marlinspike, was not immune to the 
excitement which came first, with the visit of 
Abraham Lincoln to Council Bluffs, and later, 
with the gubernatorial campaign of 1859 which 
saw Samuel J. Kirkwood do political battle with 
the eminent Augustus Caesar Dodge. Lincoln 
was in the city on 13 August 1859 and the 
Nonpareil carried the news in the following
204 The Palimpsest
way:
Ho n . A be L incoln , and the Secretary 
of State for Illinois, Hon. O. M. Ha t c h , 
arrived in our city last evening, and are 
stopping at the Pacific House. The dis­
tinguished ' Sucker, ' has yielded to the 
earnest importunities of our citizens — 
with out distinction of party — and will 
speak upon the political issues of the day, 
at Concert Hall, this evening. The celeb­
rity of the speaker will most certainly 
insure him a full house. Go and hear “old 
Aher
Kirkwood and Dodge followed the dis­
tinguished Sucker seven days later and 
debated in the Concert Hall. They had been 
working their way across southern Iowa in a 
series of debates and were to head for north­
western Iowa after their Council Bluffs 
appearance. With them when they left the 
Bluffs was Bob Marlinspike, now a fearless 
political reporter for a most Republican paper, 
Maynard s Nonpareil. On 27 August the first 
report of the duo s campaigning in western 
Iowa appeared and in the following issue of the 
paper a long and not very objective account, 
albeit a humorous one, of stump politics on the 
eve of the Civil War was published. Kinsman’s 
introduction of the Democratic candidates for 
governor and lieutenant governor seems 
hardly fair:
It certainly speaks highly for the far- 
seeing wisdom of the Iowa Democracy, 
that when they had so much better timber 
in their party, they should have foisted 
these indifferent sticks upon the aforesaid 
letter writers and editors, to be manufac­
tured by them into state officers, and still 
blinder were they, when they permitted 
General A ugustus Caesar Dodge , and 
Col. Lysandeh W. Babbitt , to stump the 
State and exhibit themselves to the peo­
ple. One of these gentlemen, at least, had 
a high reputation for statemanship, and it 
would have been better for him and for 
his party, had he staid at home till after 
election, and amused himself with an 
occasional game of ten pins, or any other 
innocent diversion. . . .
As for his redoubtable Lieutenant, or 
would-be Lieutenant, l am not aware that 
he ever had any reputation for states­
manship to lose. He has never been to 
Congress; never been to Spain; never 
been over this moral vineyard anywhere 
very extensively, and 1 presume, from his 
lack of general intelligence, that he has 
never taken much pains to post himself 
about anything, except the unprece­
dented extravagances of the Black 
Republican party.
Kinsman’s descriptions of the debates were 
hardly less partisan than his descriptions of the 
candidates themselves. The belligerent nature 
of mid-century politics was Kinsman s delight 
as he wrote:
It is doubtless true that the General 
had hoped to shake off at the Bluffs, that 
ugly fellow, who from the East to the 
West, had agian [sic] and again met him 
on the stump, and had as often torn to 
pieces the finely spun political webs he 
had woven, and held up the shapeless 
fragments to the gaze of a discriminating 
people. Our gallant standard bearer, 
had, at every meeting, laid on the lash of 
logic, till his victim writhed in torture. At 
Oskaloosa, by his conduct, he virtually 
acknowledged that brains were at a dis­
count, and that he would fall back upon 
his muscle, and at Glenwood, he repeated 
that acknowledgement in terms that could 
not be misunderstood. It is an old adage, 
that actions speak louder than words, 
and General Do d g es  actions at Glen-
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pair, and Kirkw o o d , Doc. and I bunked 
down "three in a bed, on the floor. At 
daylight we hitched up and drove three 
miles, to M eredith  s, where we got 
breakfast.
Shortly thereafter the candidates returned to 
eastern Iowa to finish up the last month of the 
campaign and Kinsman returned to his “Desul­
tory Paragraphs’ and to whatever excitement 
could he found in Council Bluffs in the autumn 
of 1859.
Kinsman’s duties as secretary of the Pot-
*
tawattamie County Agricultural Society kept 
him busy, and he was much involved in the 
second annual county fair, held in mid- 
October. It was Kinsman who canvassed both 
Council Bluffs and the surrounding coun­
tryside selling memberships in the society 
(which were in reality tickets to the fair). It was 
Kinsman who published the premium list, who 
compiled the list of awards, and, finally, who 
pronounced the whole affair “a decided suc­
cess. ” Only the farmers seemed a bit apathetic, 
as Kinsman noted in the following:
The weather was fine on both days, and 
there was a large turn out of the people, 
although not half as many were in from 
the country as should have been; in fact, 
there seemed to be a general lack of inter­
est in the fair, among our farming popula­
tion. — This is all wrong, and our county 
will never take its proper rank for wealth 
and intelligence, until our farmers shake 
off their indifference and enter with spirit 
into generous competion [sic] with each 
other for the honors and emoluments of 
successful husbandry. There are many 
noble exceptions to this general apathy, 
and I hope such men will give their care­
less neighbors no peace until they promise 
to do better next year than they did this.
But in the autumn of 1859, W. H. Kinsman
found time to write about much more than the 
fair. He wrote of his Bible class, of a graping 
expedition which he went on with a local law­
yer and three fair damsels, of attending a “rais­
ing’ of the “largest frame ever put up in the 
county, of the coming of fall, of a new bakery, of 
Council Bluffs bands, and other things as well. 
And then, without much apparent warning, 
the wanderlust seemed to strike and Kinsman
headed off on vet another adventure. The¥
quondam seaman, lawyer, teacher, reporter, 
prospector, and many times secretary sud­
denly departed for the nation’s capital, where 
he hoped to find a “position.’ But he was still a 
reporter, as the Nonpareil noted in its story 
about his departure:
If successful in pursuit of "position in 
Washington, the readers of the Non­
pareil, will, during the present session of 
Congress, have the pleasure of perusing 
weekly, a letter from his pen. We wish 
him success, not only because he deserves 
it, but for the reason that we should be 
pleased to have his services at the Capitol, 
in the manner indicated.
* * *
William H. Kinsman arrived in Wash­ington on 13 December 1859. It was a 
time of high passion and great excitement. As 
Kinsman noted in his first despatch to the Non­
pareil, some nine days after his arrival, the 
aftermath of the John Brown raid, the impact ol 
Hinton Rowan Helper s book, The Impending 
Crisis of the South: How to Meet It, and the 
inability of members of the House of Represen­
tatives to elect a Speaker were only a few of the 
items which made life interesting in Wash­
ington in that fateful winter. One could add the 
army of office seekers which had descended on 
the nation’s capital, the contested seats in the 
House, and the general excitement generated 
by upcoming conventions in Charleston and
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Chicago, and the list would still be incomplete.
If Kinsman headed to Washington as an 
office seeker, it did not show in his letters to his 
friend, Maynard. He seemed to be playing the 
dutiful reporter throughout the period 
between December 1859 and April 1860. He 
attended sessions of both the House and Sen­
ate. He followed the fortunes of members of 
the Iowa congressional contingent. He com­
mented on the lighter side of the Washington 
scene, including both gossip and descriptions 
of the social scene. Finally, being W. H. 
Kinsman, he followed the ladies hither and 
thither with comments about everyone from 
M iss Harriet Lane, who ran the White 
House for her uncle, James Buchanan, to the 
poor, painted butterflies, whom misery has 
marked for her own.
But the passions of political debate drew 
Kinsman s greatest attention and comment. 
Those passions oftentimes led to near riotous
behavior in earlv 1860, not only outside Con-
+ 7 ✓
gress but in those hallowed halls as well. 
Kinsman described how Congressman Cobb, 
from Alabama, took a big cane into the Report­
ers Gallery to avenge himself on a New York 
Times reporter. Later, Kinsman described 
Congressman Haskin s drawing of a pistol on 
the floor of the House and the celerity with 
which Curtis, of Iowa, came between the angry 
factions and tried to quiet things down, 
f inally, he described a possible duel between 
another congressman and a newsman in such 
fashion that one must wonder how Kinsman 
himself stayed out of trouble:
Roger A. Pryor of Va., the girl Con­
gressman the other day characterized 
Bennett, of the N.Y. Herald, as one of the 
lowest, foulest, and most villainous of 
mankind, and it is said here that Bennett’s 
son intends to challenge Pryor. The latter, 
although so girlish in appearance, is a 
fighting man, and has already been 
engaged as a principal in several duels,
and a second in a great many.
There were several other challenges issued 
during this particular session of Congress as the 
rhetoric heated up and the three factions — 
Republican, Democratic (Southern Demo­
crats), and Americans (Northern Democrats) 
— lashed into one another almost continu­
ously. One of Kinsman s descriptive passages 
will suffice to illustrate the terms of the time:
Gartrell, oj Georgia, made a rantingfire- 
eating speech, and although he is a smart 
fellow, he carried his bombast to such a 
pitch that it made him ridiculous. . . . In 
the course of his speech he adverted to 
what Hickman had said on the floor of the 
House of the relative population and 
resources of the North and South, and 
what the North would do in case the 
South should a ttem pt to secede. 
Hickman, who was pacing the floor in 
front of the Clerk’s desk, asked leave to 
state what he did say on the occasion 
referred to by the gentleman from Geor­
gia; and in a clear and forcible manner he 
recapitulated what he had said in unmis­
takable terms. Gartrell replied in a sneer­
ing tone. When Hickman told him that the 
North could make more arms in 90 days 
than the whole South could buy. At this 
Gartrell retorted that a single cotton crop 
of Georgia would buy the whole State of 
Pennsylvania. To such a Munchausen 
statement of course Hickman made no 
reply, and allowed Gartrell to proceed 
with his highflown rhetoric and more 
astonishing mathematics.
Kinsman s politics, however, which coincided
with those of Senators Harlan and Grimes as
well as Editor Maynard, led him to insert occa-
0
sional rhetorical flourishes of his own. In a 19 
January 1860 letter, he wrote in exuberant 
fashion:
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S te a d ily , in so lid  p ha Ian x the  
Republicans are moving on to certain vic­
tory. It may be delayed, it may not even-, 
tu a lly  come in the fo rm  o f the 
Speakership, but come it will — just as 
sure as the spirit of liberty and progres­
sion is growing stronger and stronger in 
the hearts of the American people. The 
men who are determined to rule or ruin 
this country, will compass earth and Hell 
if it were possible to secure a democratic 
successor to the weak spined Buchanan; 
but the gathering portents of a storm 
which will sweep them from power like 
chaff from the threshing flo o r , are 
already begining [sic] to darken the polit­
ical sky. The fiat has gone forth — truth 
and justice will triumph — and, the sheet 
anchor which the down trodden of the 
world are looking to for safety, will hold 
fast amid the howling storms of disunion, 
and when these storms shall subside, the 
glorious old ship of State will sail on again 
in all the strength and buoyancy of years 
gone by.
But amidst all of the excitement engen­dered by impassioned men anticipating 
the conventions in Charleston and Chicago, 
W. H. Kinsman was still able to convey to his 
readers some indication of the social scene in 
Washington. He occasionally threw into his 
letters bits of gossip about notorious Wash­
ingtonians, such as John A. Washington or 
Beau Hickman, and sometimes he wrote long 
accounts of his own social activities. New Year’s 
Day, for example, found Kinsman making the 
usual set of “calls,” first on the president at the 
White House and then on two cabinet mem­
bers, Secretary of State Cass and Secretary of 
the Treasury Cobb. In describing the events of 
New Year’s Day, Kinsman was quick to point 
out that he saw few people who were so drunk 
that they couldn’t “navigate.” He added then a 
defense of congressmen which he repeated at
various other times in that spring of 1860:
/ believe Congressmen are generally slan­
dered; they are no more in the habit of 
getting tight than jolly, good fellows in 
general, but it must be confessed that now 
and then one of them does go on a bender, 
to his own disgrace, and none to the bene­
fit of his constituents, although in the 
present state of affairs in the House, per­
haps as long as they are sober enough to 
vote, they get along as well as any way.
During his stay in Washington, Kinsman vis­
ited all of the worthy sights then in existence, 
including the Congressional Library, the 
Smithsonian, the National Conservatory, the 
Navy Yard, and, most interesting for him, the 
Patent Office. As he said, “Probably, nowhere 
else can be found so large a collection of the 
products of man’s cultivated ingenuity.” He 
commented at length on the 265 models of 
sewing machines, on the firearms, on the agri­
cultural implements, and even on an iceboat.
Kinsman had puffs for the Iowa delegations, 
their wives, and their families. He acknowl­
edged visitors from Iowa, who included E. H. 
Talbott, editor of the Winterset Madisonian, 
and Samuel S. Bayliss, of Council Bluffs. And 
finally, he described the ladies, lovely and oth­
erwise, whose paths crossed his in the capital 
city. As the political scene grew more heated in 
early 1860, the women became even more 
entrancing for Kinsman. Toward the end of 
March, he wrote:
Who will be the nominee o f the 
Charleston and Chicago ConventionsP is 
a question asked here a thousand times a 
day, in every circle and by every body old 
enough to talk politics. Stately matrons 
whose heads are flecked with silver anx­
iously ask it, and laughing girls yet in 
their teens who usually care more for a 
lover than twenty presidents, are deeply
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interested, and laud their respective 
champions with all the zeal of old politi­
cians, and with all honor to women, be it 
said, that whenever she talks politics, she 
does it with an honesty and earnestness 
worthy the study and imitation of the 
other sex.
As spring settled fairly upon Washington in 
1860, the excitement waned, interest became 
more clearly focused on the upcoming conven­
tions, and congressmen drifted off to their 
homes. Kinsman departed Washington as well 
and arrived back in Council Bluffs on 25 April 
1860. He had hinted in one or more of his 
Washington letters that he might go back to the 
gold regions of Colorado. His arrival in Council 
Bluffs was noted in the 28 April Nonpareil but 
even the editor admitted that he was not sure of 
Kinsman s future plans. He wrote of the peri­
patetic journalist:
Though he appeared highly gratified to 
meet his old friends and acquaintances in 
this city, we do not know that he purposes 
remaining with them long. He is of such a 
nomadic turn of mind, that we do not 
know but what we shall next week 
announce his departure for the mines. 
Nous verrons.
Kinsman s “nomadic turn of mind seemed 
curiously quieted during the remainder of 
1860, however. In part, this was undoubtedly 
due to his entering into partnership with the 
eminent local attorney, land agent, and insur­
ance man, D. C. Bloomer. It was a busy time 
and Kinsman did not venture out of the Coun­
cil Bluffs area on any extended trips. He deliv­
ered a patriotic oration in Fourth of July 
ceremonies at Crescent. He became deeply 
involved in the activities of the local Lincoln 
Club, and served as its secretary. He busied 
himself in the 1860 presidential campaign by 
delivering speeches for the Republican party in
various towns in southwest Iowa. When his 
friend, William W. Maynard, put all his books 
in order in the fall, he put all the accounts into 
Kinsman s hands for “settlement and collec­
tion.’ As secretarv of a Teachers’ Institute 
which was held in Council Bluffs in late 
December, Kinsman delivered a lecture and 
later drew up the final report for the session.
Then, in early 1861, it became apparent that 
Kinsman had broken with the Nonpareil after 
an association of almost three years to become 
associate editor of the Council Bluffs Tele­
graph. It was not a break involving much ani­
mosity since the Nonpareil editor wrote:
We congratulate our friend upon his 
accession to the tripod, and bespeak for 
him a success in his editorial career, com­
mensurate to his deserts, and worthy of 
the enterprise in which he has enlisted.
K insman’s private involvements in late 1860 and early 1861, however, were most 
insignificant compared to the events which 
were taking the nation almost inexorably to 
war: Abraham Lincoln s election, the secession 
of South Carolina, the formation of the Con­
federate States of America, the Lincoln inaugu­
ral, and the fall of Fort Sumter. From the 
outset of the war, William H. Kinsman, the 
adventurer and the man of ambition, was anx­
ious to be involved in the fighting. He had
obviouslv been in contact with Governor Kirk-
✓
wood at a very early moment about raising 
troops in southwestern Iowa. The governor, in 
a letter dated 24 April 1861, wrote to Kinsman:
You may have as many Companies 
organized as you see fit but minimize any 
expenses. Have sent some muskets to 
Council Bluffs. Senator Grimes has gone 
to Washington to see about anns. As soon 
as 1 get arms, I will send them.
* * *
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Kirkwood sent Kinsman to eastern Iowa in late 
May to acquire arms for the volunteer com­
panies which were being raised in south­
western Iowa. He returned with, among other 
items, “a six-pound bronze field piece. D. C. 
Bloomer wrote of Kinsman s arrival back in 
Council Bluffs with cannon, sabers, and other 
supplies, claiming that Kinsman reached town 
about midnight, dressed his cannon on the 
main street, and then blew off a charge which 
not only woke the citizenry but blew out a 
number of windows as well. Shortly thereafter 
Grenville M. Dodge was given permission to 
raise the Fourth Iowa, and Dodge, in turn, 
authorized the organization of Company B in 
Council Bluffs. The company elected its own 
officers on 2 July 1861, and it might be sug­
gested that William H. Kinsman s formal mili­
tary career began at that time for he was 
elected second lieutenant of Company B of the 
Fourth Regiment of Iowa Volunteers.
Kinsman s military career did not put an end 
to his journalistic efforts because he became a 
regular correspondent for the Nonpareil when 
the Fourth Iowa departed for Missouri in 
August 1861. His letters appeared in the Non­
pareil almost weekly throughout his service 
with the Fourth. Thus from August 1861 to 
June 1862 the readers of the Nonpareil were 
able to follow the local lads of Company B as 
they and others sought the elusive Sterling 
Price in Missouri and Arkansas. It was a cam­
paign of seeming unimportance compared with 
others of the time, but Kinsman chronicled the 
terms and tempo of war at the company level in 
a backwater area.
As the Fourth Iowa moved from Council 
Bluffs to St. Joe, then to Jefferson Barracks 
and, finally, to Camp Lyon in the vicinity of 
Rolla, Kinsman described the training, the 
drills, the target shooting, and the sickness. He 
occasionally offered descriptions of the coun­
tryside and the people of Missouri, and sprin­
kled his letters with personal comments about 
the course of the war at home and in the field.
He passionately denounced copperheads and 
others on the home front who were giving less 
than their full support to the troops in the field. 
In a letter dated 26 August 1861, he wrote:
Would to God the cowardly traitors at 
home who are hoping and praying for our 
defeat were compelled to take up arms 
down here and share the fortune of their 
brother traitors. How soon they would 
wish themselves back in Iowa again, 
under the shelter of the old flag that is 
now protecting them, but they have not 
even the merit of bravery to offset their 
prating treason.
In mid-December 1861, Kinsman delivered a 
peroration in his column which struck at the 
war profiteers as well as the plain traitors:
Give us the falcons and the eagles, and let 
the peacocks and the birds of paradise 
stay at home. And there is another class of 
birds, who, not content with fattening on 
the garbage they can find, are drinking 
the very life-blood of the nation, I mean 
the buzzards. If I had to legislate, or issue 
general orders for these creatures, I 
would make all their offences against the 
comfort or efficiency of the soldiers 
punishable with death/ It is sheer mad­
ness to talk of suppressing their nefarious 
practices by gentle means. Shoot them 
down, as you would dogs, and “shoddy 
clothing and drunken soldiers will soon be 
known only in memory.
We are rapidly becoming a military 
nation. Americans take to arms as readily 
as a duck to water. We have limitless 
resources, and a country big enough to 
spread in till we become the most power­
ful people on the earth. The peace men, I 
mean the traitors to their country, the 
traitors to free government, will continue 
to croak, and frighten dyspeptics and
► ;
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It was the same philosophy which he enunci­
ated in his letter to Governor Kirkwood of 
3 January 1863 in which he described his 
request to President Lincoln that he be given 
an Iowa brigade: I would run them down with 
my Iowa greyhounds and gobble them up. 
When one fight was over and one squad 
whipped, I would start off after another.’ For 
Kinsman, inactivity meant dullness, disease, 
and the disappointments attendant upon 
actions missed.
As in previous Kinsman corespondence, the 
young officer always had a word or two about 
the ladies. He noted a visit to Camp Lyon by 
Mrs. Annie Wittenmyer: She seems to be as 
smart as a ‘steel-trap’ — generally posted, and a 
first rate hand to look after the health and 
comfort of the Iowa boys.’ He was quick to
assure his female readers that the bovs had
✓
certainly not grown independent and the Iowa 
women need not fear any competition from the
beauties of Missouri or Arkansas: “Our bovs
✓
will be as true to their sweethearts as they are 
to their flag.’ He had some black comments to 
make about England’s involvement in the 
American difficulties. He reiterated his old 
position that “if slavery must be protected, 
farewell to liberty. And finally, he was able to 
describe some action, and later, a battle. The 
action took place just over the Arkansas border 
in mid-February and was one which the boys of 
Company B saw but did not participate in. The 
Battle of Pea Ridge (6-8 March 1862) was really 
the first test for Company B and Kinsman in the 
Civil War and was the only major action he 
would participate in before he was mortally 
wounded at Black River Bridge in May 1863.
The Battle ol Pea Ridge made a sizable 
impression on the young Kinsman. He had 
performed valiantly on the field of battle. Com­
pany B oi the Fourth Iowa had held their posi­
tion throughout the heavy fighting on 7 March. 
But the three days of fighting had caused heavy 
casualties in the Fourth Iowa; initial reports 
indicated that Colonel Dodge had some 74
men killed, 265 wounded, and 77 men missing 
at the conclusion of the action. Dodge himself 
was one of the wounded. Kinsman was particu­
larly exercised about the lack of care for the
✓
wounded in the aftermath of the battle. In a 
stinging castigation of Iowans who had “flocked 
to Fort Donelson, he wrote that “there is no 
surer way to dampen [the Army of the South- 
west’s] ardor, and shake its faith in the sympa­
thy of its friends at home, than this neglect of its 
wounded in battle. He concluded:
You think l am gloomy, and draw too 
dark a picture. Come to Cassville, pass 
through the wards and see your wounded 
soldiers dying by inches; go to the burial 
ground, and see the needless graves 
yawning each day for fresh victims of 
neglect, and you will paint your own pic­
ture, and make it so dark as to startle your 
readers, too. Perhaps 1 have said enough 
— the subject demands plain language, 
and l have used it.
Kinsman was too pessimistic, and only four 
days later he was forced to apologetically 
describe the arrival of three Iowa doctors in 
Cassville. But if the boys were getting better 
medical attention they were still suffering from 
a lack of news: “we are only 170 miles from 
America,’ and an abundance of papers might 
just as well be sent to us as not.’’ And later he 
would offer similar comments on the lack of 
mail.
And always there was the implied hope that 
Pea Ridge was the beginning of the end, that 
the war would soon be over, that perhaps the 
boys would all be home by the Fourth of July. 
In the late spring of 1862 Kinsman even began 
to talk of what the postwar world might be like. 
In a letter written from Batesville, Arkansas, 
on 11 May 1862, he wrote:
There is not a shadow of doubt but the 
people of the North and the South will,
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after this war, understand each other bet­
ter, and be more closely connected by the 
ties that should bind them together than 
ever before.
And again on 12 June 1862, Kinsman wrote:
No doubt many of your readers who 
are looking anxiously for a final and tri­
umphant cessation of hostilities have very 
vague ideas of how this war will be closed 
up. — Perhaps they think that when all 
the great battles have been fought —the 
great rivers and sea-ports opened — and 
all the strong-holds of rebellion are in our 
possession, that the mighty Army of the 
Union will be mustered out and go home, 
but they must be patient. They must 
remember that when secession engulfed 
the South, the wheels of civil government 
which had for eighty years rolled so 
smoothly, were all broken, and that we 
find only a wreck remaining. They must 
remember that the evil spirits which exist 
in all human societies, were turned loose 
and suffered to pursue the natural bent of 
their depraved and devilish natures. That 
these out-laws, these renegades, that 
always were villiatis [sic], must be made 
to come again under the strong arm of the 
civil law in the several States. The broken 
machinery must be repaired and set in 
motion, and all this requires time and the 
almighty bayonet. It will all be accom­
plished, but it may be that a quarter of a 
million men will be needed to remain in 
arms for a year yet. Don't shudder, you 
tax payers, you can stand it. The country 
is saved, and you have a heritage to leave 
your children. }ou had better pay one- 
half of all your income for the next twenty 
years, than have your Government go 
down. Don t be frightened at a thousand 
millions. It is a lighter load by far for the 
nation than the knapsack the soldier has
carried while tramping through mud and 
storm, to crush the nation’s foes. I pity 
the poor, craven, soulless wretch who 
grudges to pay a tithe of his earnings for 
the blessings of a stable Government, and 
free and solid institutions. Let them go 
and sin no more.
The above quotation was taken from Kinsman s 
last letter to the Nonpareil. In the aftermath of 
the Battle of Pea Ridge, Dodge left the Fourth 
Iowa and would have taken Kinsman with him 
but Kinsman refused. By August 1862 
Kinsman had returned to Iowa. After stopping 
momentarily in Council Bluffs, he headed east 
and in September Governor Kirkwood 
appointed him as a field officer in the Twenty- 
third Iowa Infantry with the rank of lieutenant 
colonel. The commanding officer of the 
Twenty-third, Colonel William Dewev, died 
on 29 November 1862, and Kinsman shortly 
thereafter was promoted to colonel and suc­
ceeded to command of the regiment.
His days as a correspondent were almost over. His ties with friend Maynard and the Nonpareil were broken. The Twenty-third 
Iowa had been raised in the general vicinity of 
Polk County and western Iowans would have 
had little interest in its activities save for the 
experiences of its commander. Kinsman might 
for a time have considered writing to the Iowa 
State Register on a more or less regular basis. 
On 11 November 1862 he had written a newsy 
letter to the Register about the soldiers’ vote in 
the Twentv-third and concluded with his usualy
philosophical call to action: Lying in camp, is 
decay, disintegration, death. Marching is 
health, vigor, victory. He who wants to go into 
winter quarters, whether Major General or 
private, is wanting in common sense or 
patriotism. This was written only shortly 
before his request for an Iowa brigade with 
which he could prove his Napoleonic 
points.The news from the Twenty-third Iowa
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was furnished the Register on a quasi-regular 
basis by one who signed himself Volunteer 
and who was actually a young lieutenant by the 
name of Brown.
Thus Kinsman’s journalistic days came to an 
end in late 1862 and his time as commanding 
officer of the Twenty-third Iowa was taken up 
by military matters. A good portion of Febru­
ary, March, and some of April was consumed
bv a most lamentable court-martial in which*
Colonel Kinsman was accused of disobeying 
the direct orders of General Davidson, his 
immediate superior. Kinsman had little
defense since he freely admitted that he had
✓
refused to obey the order on the basis of its 
illegality. He evidently needed as much help as 
he could obtain, however, to insure that what­
ever sentence he received was minimal. When 
Governor Kirkwood heard of Kinsman s diffi­
culties he wrote a very suggestive letter to 
General Samuel Curtis, then commander of 
the Department of Missouri. Kirkwood’s plea 
for the colonel was a clear one:
Col. Kinsman of the 23d Iowa is under 
arrest. I regret this very much. I know 
him well. He is impulsive, hasty, and 
somewhat erratic but he is earnest, ener­
getic, and has the unbounded confidence 
of his regiment. From all l can learn his 
hasty temper had led to some trouble with 
his commander and when he was ordered 
to go on detached duty with two com­
panies of his regiment he thought it was 
an intended slight to him and refused to 
obey.
The rules of the service probably 
require some punishment but l should 
regard his dismissal from the service as a 
serious loss to his regiment and the ser­
vice.
The governor, however, wrote to Colonel 
Kinsman as well, and indicated his displeasure 
at the way the incident seemed to have been
blown up. In an almost fatherly tone, he wrote:
/ very sincerely sympathize with you in 
your troubles. I heard of your arrest from 
Dr. East, and am satisfied there is much 
of petty spite at the bottom of it. / am not 
prepared to say whether by military law 
you are justified in disobeying the order 
to move with two of your companies on an 
expedition for the rest of the regiment. It 
looks to me as it does to you as if it were an 
intentional slight. But Colonel, I regret 
you did not obey the order even if it was 
an improper one technically. My experi­
ence in life shows me it is better to treat 
these small annoyances with the contempt 
they deserve and not to magnify them into 
matters of importance by opposition to 
them. Your regiment is suffering and 
must con tinue to suffer by reason of your 
arrest. I sincerely trust your arrest will be 
. . . of short duration and that you will 
soon again be at the head of your reg­
iment to aid your country in this her time 
of greatest need.
While the colonel s court-martial was in prepa­
ration, the Twenty-third was moving toward 
Vicksburg. Kinsman s nemesis, General 
Davidson, had been replaced by General Carr. 
Volunteer, in his letters to the Daily State 
Register, suggested that the change was for the 
better. His summary statement about David- 
son was a bitter one: “Like the Lion hunter in 
the fable, he was always brave while looking for
the tracks of the enemv, but whenever he/ *
heard of the ‘critter, his hair took an errect [sic] 
position, and his march was at once turned to a 
crab’s advance.”
The results of Kinsman’s court-martial were 
predictable. He was given as light a sentence as 
possible, which meant he was suspended from 
his command for a month, lost his pay for half 
that period, and received a reprimand from 
General Curtis. The Register headlined its
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story of the findings: “ACQUITTAL OF COL. 
KINSMAN!” For Kinsman, however, the 
important matter at the moment was the pos­
sibility of the regiment seeing action in the 
very near future. His suspension cost him his 
command at the unit’s first major action, the 
Battle of Fort Gibson, where his second-in- 
command, Lieutenant Colonel S. S. Glasgow, 
performed with sufficient brilliance that he was 
mentioned in despatches. That battle occurred 
on 1 May 1863. Shortly thereafter Colonel 
Kinsman rejoined his outfit and then, at Black 
River Bridge, on 17 May 1863, he fell mortally 
wounded.
Kinsman’s death on the field of battle ended five fast and glorious years for the 
man. In 1858 he had wandered into Council 
Bluffs with some intention of reading for the 
law, teaching school, and seeking out oppor­
tunities with which to satisfy his restless ambi- 
tion. He obviously sought out and impressed 
the right people in the town — the Dodges, the 
Baldwins, W. W. Maynard, D. C. Bloomer, 
and others. He found himself at ease in the 
company of the land developers, the town 
developers, the bankers, and the lawyers. In 
short, he found himself at ease with all those 
whose ambitions equaled his own. And he 
prospered or seemed to prosper while having a 
most exciting time.
He made his way (with some help) to the 
gold regions of Colorado, to Washington City 
at a time when the country was sliding toward 
division and civil war, and, finally, to war, 
perhaps the ultimate place for men of such 
ambition. Through all of his Council Bluffs 
>ears, William H. Kinsman wrote and wrote 
and wrote. He wrote of his previous experi­
ences at sea, of the region, of politics, of the 
gold rush of 1859, and, finally, of the war. In his 
early pieces one finds all the marks of an exu­
berant and youthful romantic. The exuberance 
carried over into his political writings as his 
passionate belief in the Republican cause led to
a kind of partisan carelessness not uncommon 
at the time. But his eye got a little better, and 
his pen a bit more controlled — in short, his 
prose improved over the years. His wartime 
letters to the Nonpareil, describing his experi­
ences and those of the Fourth Iowa generally, 
offer evidence of such improvement. Occasion­
ally, in his wartime pieces, his fervent 
patriotism forced him back into the prose 
excesses of the past.
Colonel Kinsman’s talents and ambitions 
had carried him a great distance in a very short 
period of time. It was clear that he had literary 
ambitions, political ambitions, and, at the end, 
military ambitions. It is very unclear where any 
or all of those would have taken him. Perhaps it 
is safest to conclude with the words of E. H. 
Talbott, former editor of the Winterset Madiso­
nian, and a close friend of William H. Kinsman 
in the last three years of his life:
It can truly be said of him he knew no 
such word as full. Young ambitious, tem­
perate, and ever guided by a high sense of 
honor and right, he had before him a future 
full of promise. □
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Shoveling out the driveway from the old schoolhouse to the garage during the snowy winter of 1936. (G. 
Rickets Collection, SHS1)
It didn’t seem possible, but just as the bobsled came into view, it vanished. Strug­
gling in the drifting snow, the horses stumbled, 
the sleigh turned over, and the precious load of 
coal vanished into the snowbank.
Anxiously we watched as the men reap­
peared above the snow. To have this happen, 
only an eighth of a mile from home! Guiding 
themselves by the tips of the fence posts, the 
men plunged through the blizzard to our house 
to warm themselves, and to get fresh mittens 
and scarves which had been warmed on the 
oven door of the kitchen range. Frantically, in 
that — 8° temperature, with the snow whipping 
into their faces, my father and a neighbor man­
aged to scoop half the load out of the snow. As 
soon as the neighbor had delivered this load to 
his house up the hill, he hitched up a new team 
of horses and set out again for the lumberyard,
© Iowa State Historical Department/OfTice of the State Histor­
ical Society 1985 0031—0360/85/1112—0216 $1.00
a mile and a half away. Loading another ton of 
coal, he brought half to the teacher’s family and 
half to our house. By then both men and horses 
were exhausted, but the coal had to be brought 
in out of the snow. Just before the blizzard 
obscured the sun altogether, my father and 
brother managed to throw the wet lumps of 
coal into our basement and help the neighbor 
get the other half of the morning’s load out of 
the snowbank, into the sled. The temperature 
dropped to — 19°, the blizzard continued 
through the night and closed the roads again, 
but for a few hours there was a sense of respite 
in our house.
It was not that my father had been improvi­
dent in that severe winter of 1935-36. A man 
who thought it prudent to allow himself an 
extra half-hour “for a flat tire,” no matter the 
length of the distance he intended to drive or 
how carefully he had just checked the tires, 
would hardly have failed to provide enough
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fuel for the season. As a matter of fact, his 
records showed that on September 4, 1935, lie 
had “laid down” four tons of Indiana coal at $7 a 
ton; then on December 18, had spent $23.62 
for another load of coal. If this was again Indi­
ana coal, presumably he bought about three 
tons; if Kentucky coal, it might have been only 
two. Adding the one-half ton of that blizzardy 
January / in 1936, and two more tons for which 
he paid $21.38 on March 2, he would have 
purchased at least eight and one-half tons for 
the winter season, and spent around $80 for 
coal alone. On a salary of barely $1,500 a year, 
this was a sizable sum.
From the entries of my father s diarv, the* j *
winter of 1935-36 was unexpectedly and 
crazily severe. One blizzard after another 
closed the roads. From December 14, 1935, 
until February 18, 1936, his entries listed 
thirty-four days of snow, much of it in the form 
of driving blizzards. From January 20, 1936, 
until March 4, there were twenty-eight days of 
temperatures below zero, sometimes descend­
north of the parsonage, by means of a pair of 
worses, a wagon, and sleds. (G. Rickels Collection,
SHSI)
ing as low as — 25°. The roads south and north 
of us were closed to all traffic, except pedes­
trian and sled, from January 20 until February 
23, the first warm day in 1936. At noon of that 
day, the temperature rose to 40°, and the snow­
plow almost made it through the one and one- 
half miles from our little town. One-fourth mile 
north of our house the plow broke down, but 
thirty-seven men spent the rest of the after­
noon clearing that last segment. By evening, 
the road was open to the village. On March 4, 
the snowplow came through the mile from the 
south, and once again we had access to the old 
Lincoln Highway and to our “metropolis, 
Cedar Rapids.
Not only was the weather a factor in nearly defeating my father that winter. The par­
sonage was old and very difficult to heat. Often, 
his diary had the terse statements, “can t get 
the house warm, “got up at one—at three [and 
almost invariably at five] to look at the fur­
nace, “banked the foundation [of the house] 
with snow, “the wind takes all the heat out. 
The main source of “centralized heating” in the 
parsonage was a coal furnace in the basement. 
The only source of coal was the lumberyard a 
mile and a half away, to which consignments of 
Indiana soft or Kentucky hard were always spo­
radic, if not erratic.
We were never wasteful of fuel in that house. 
In those days, conservation of energy was not a 
government program but a family necessity. 
Upstairs, only the bathroom received a 
modicum of heat early in the morning and 
again at bedtime. Our beds were provided with 
Amana blankets and homemade woolen quilts, 
and with a featherbed kept for the grand­
mother and the youngest child. Downstairs, 
the kitchen was the warmest place in the house 
because the cookstove was kept going through­
out the day. The basement furnace had to sup­
ply heat to only three rooms. In normal times, 
this could often be reduced to two, but in the 
winter of 1935-36 my mother became an
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A familiar mid-October scene at St. Stephens Lutheran Church in Atkins: chopping wood for winter. The 
Reverend G. Rickels and daughter, Lenore, by the woodpile at the parsonage in 1921. (G. Rickels 
Collection, SHSI)
invalid and the davenport in the parlor was 
made into her bed.
That winter the whole family often carried 
mattresses down the stairs and made beds on 
the dining room or study floors. Sleeping 
upstairs was both too cold and too dangerous 
when the winds were too strong to keep a very 
hot fire in the furnace. Our chimney tended to 
respond by “blowing out periodically, show­
ering the wooden shingles of the rather steeply 
pitched roof with a dangerous amount of sparks 
and tinder. One Christmas Eve, in fact, our 
family had returned from the children s service 
in the nearby church to find the attic crawling 
with young men from the congregation who 
were putting out a chimney fire. It must be 
confessed that so long as our precious 
Weinachtsbaum was safe in the parlor, my 
brother and I thought our Christmas celebra­
tion considerablv enhanced by the excitement.y *
Fuel, the lack of it and the danger of it, were lessons learned in childhood and never 
really forgotten, no matter how comfortable 
the homes I have lived in since. Retelling the 
incident of the coal sled that overturned in the 
snow brings back the images of wheelbarrow, 
cob basket, and coal bucket. All these were 
associated with my father’s never-ending con­
cern to keep his family warm, and with his 
children’s equally never-ending chore of keep­
ing those receptacles filled.
Every fall, before the colored maple and oak 
leaves had fallen, Father would have con­
tracted with a family in Iowa County, near the 
Amana Colonies, to have several loads of wood 
brought to our house. The wood was dumped 
unceremoniously beside the old schoolhouse.
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Literally, it was the old schoolhouse of the 
congregation, converted into a garage and sev­
eral storage rooms for both summer and winter 
fuel for the parsonage.
The image of the wheelbarrow is always asso­
ciated with that woodpile. My father’s child­
hood in the Maquoketa timber had taught him 
how to split chunks of wood into perfect fire­
wood. As he did it, with a carefully honed axe, 
the job was both a practical and aesthetic exer­
cise. No golf professional ever coached a pupil 
with a better eye to perfect control in stance 
and swing than my father did in teaching my 
brother and me to chop wood. Moreover, in 
the art of splitting wood there was no sexual 
discrimination in our house. Nor was there any 
discrimination in the work of carrying the fire­
wood indoors. My brother and I loaded the 
stuff, armload by armload, from the pyramids 
of kindling into the wheelbarrow, hauled it to 
the old schoolhouse, and unloaded it into the 
bin. This was the reservoir from which we had 
to replenish, again armload by armload, the 
stack of dried kindling in the house. Just carry­
ing the wood into the basement, piling it up 
there, and carrying it up again to the kitchen 
could have provided plenty of demands for an 
allowance, had such a thing not been abhorrent 
to my father. Given to understand that such 
work was all part of honoring the Fourth Com­
mandment, my brother and I could only harbor 
our protests in silence.
In addition to having enough coal or wood on 
hand, there was the matter of providing corn-
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Mother was a stickler for drying clothes outside, whether the sun shone or not. ’ Ruth and Lenore Rickels 
long out the laundry on a cold day in mid-March 1923. (G. Rickels Collection, SHS1)
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cobs, another form of fuel, useful for both 
winter and summer. After the periodic corn 
shelling, some farmers were generous in 
donating a load of cobs to the preacher, hauling 
it over in a wagon, and even cheerfully scoop­
ing the load into the cobshed. Other farmers, 
who couldn’t resist charging whatever the traf­
fic would bear, preferred taking our cash to 
having piles of excess cobs rotting in their barn­
yards. These farmers would also haul the pre­
cious source of energy to our yard, but often 
they simply dumped the cobs on the ground. 
From there, we had to carry basket after basket 
into the cobshed. Morning and evening, and 
often during the day, we hauled heavily-laden 
cob baskets into the house. Some of these bas­
kets were simply old wooden bushel baskets, 
left over from the season’s canning. These were 
easy to carry, but a great annoyance to our 
mother, for the cob dust sifted through the 
bottom of the baskets onto her clean linoleum 
kitchen floor. Her favorite basket, but not ours
because it was so much heavier to carry, was a/ *
big galvanized basket which fit next to the 
kitchen stove. Behind it, we piled the kindling 
under the faucet of the silvered hot water tank. 
As long as there was a fire going in the 
cookstove, that tank provided our one source of 
hot water. Lined up in orderly fashion on the 
other side of the cob basket was the metal coal 
bucket. This important item, always painted 
black, had a wide back and high handle, en­
abling one to pile in large chunks of coal; the 
front end tapered and sloped so that one could 
pour finer bits of coal into the stove top, and 
later empty out the ashes gathered from the 
grate of the stove.
here was an art to starting a fire in the cook- 
stove, and on the skill of the fire maker— 
and tender—depended the success of most 
country cooks. Just enough cobs below, with a 
few sticks of kindling, would start off the fire. 
Then more sticks of wood, topped off by a good 
shovelful of coal to get the kettle boiling for the
A typical winter evenings activity: Mrs. G. Rickels 
crocheting a rag rug. (G. Rickels Collection, SHSI)
first pot of coffee, and the water in the bottom 
of the double boiler hot enough to cook the 
cracked wheat which had been soaking since 
the night before. Later came the real firing-up, 
when the bread and cookies and maybe a roast 
had to be baked. Before that, as the oven 
warmed up, a tray of clothespins might heat 
briefly so that fingers wouldn’t freeze as they 
attempted to attach instantly-stiffened sheets 
to the outside line.
Mother was a stickler for drying clothes out­
doors, whether the sun shone or not, and some 
of the more grotesque patterns remembered 
from childhood were long-legged union suits 
and overalls distended into a ghostly frieze 
above the snow. By afternoon more cobs and 
wood were needed in the kitchen stove, this 
time to bake the corn bread and to fry the bacon 
and sliced apples which would serve as supper. 
Some towels and heavier underwear, still not 
thawed from lack of sun, probably hung above
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the warming oven of the stove, giving off steam 
and absorbing a redolence which indisputably 
told our schoolmates the next morning what we 
had had for supper the night before.
After the supper dishes were washed, the 
oven served another purpose. With still more 
coal and wood added to the stove, the open 
door radiated an inviting warmth which drew 
all members of the household. Those whose 
legs were longer—my father s and my broth­
er s—kept their chairs on the outside; the rest 
of us, the shorter ones, drew up close. Then 
came the tricky business of resting one s stock­
inged feet on the oven door—not too heavily or 
the spring would break, or just inside the 
oven—but gingerly, or else the heels would be 
singed. Mother crocheted or mended; my 
brother and I did our homework; Father puffed 
bis pipe, and when the homework was done,
Another wintertime activity: Lenore and Robert 
Rickels listening to the radio in the dining room of 
the Peonage in late December 1927. (G. Rickets
Collection, SHSI)
read to us from his fairly well-stocked library. 
We did have a radio in the dining room, but the 
old Philco was so carefully wired and grounded 
that there was never any thought of its being 
portable. The party-line telephone attached to 
the wall, also in the dining room, might have 
provided further entertainment had we 
preacher s kids not been too well brought up 
[sic] to listen in on the delicious gossip pro­
vided by the various “rings.”
The blissful moments of warmth around the 
stove were welcomed by all before the clock 
struck nine and Father s inexorable rule, bed 
by nine o’clock, went into effect. Once he 
began winding his pocket watch we knew it was 
time to draw as much heat into ourselves as we 
could, run upstairs and shuck our daytime 
clothes in the bathroom, and make a dash for 
the Amana blankets.
The coal used in both the furnace and the kitchen stoves could be either soft Indiana 
coal or hard Kentucky anthracite. It was always
dirty. From the time it was thrown into the coal
✓
bin until it went out in the form of soot through 
the chimney, it caused the despair of many a 
fussy housewife. By March the house was 
dingy, and while the windows could be washed 
from the inside, there really was not much else 
that could be done until the furnace no longer 
had to be fired. It is not difficult to understand 
why a fastidious housewife longed for the April 
showers which ushered in the annual orgy of 
spring housecleaning. That this orgy was usu­
ally extended for a full month was a point of 
honor with many housewives in the congrega­
tion. That it tended to stretch into at least a 
month and a half in our house was a sad indica­
tion that ours was the parsonage. With the 
annual Mission Festival coming the second 
Sunday in June, Mother considered it a point of 
honor as a preacher's wife not to finish the 
housecleaning until the Saturday before Mis­
sion Festival, the high point in the domestic, as 
well as the congregational, year. □
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The Kinsman monument, unveiled on 17 May 1902. General Grenville M. Dodge's plan for the monument 
included a round granite shaft encircled by a winding flag. The shaft I will be] placed on a broad granite 
base and [will rise] iti a total heighth of twenty feet to a cannonball of granite, which [will form I the apex of 
the shaft. On one side of the base will be f)laced a bronze bust medallion of Colonel kinsman. The granite 
cannonball has since been removed.
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Infantry in Germany and the Philippines. His 
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